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Hello, my name is Butch Rovan and I'm an associate professor at Brown University.  I'm in the 
music department and I co-direct our computer music and multimedia program known as MEME 
– Multimedia and Electronic Music Experiments – at Brown.  One of my areas of expertise and 
interest is the study of gesture, in particular how it relates to musical performance; 
 So I was very happy to get a chance to talk about this painting The Supper at Emmaus. 
There are four people in the painting, but the hands actually are telling the story.   
It refers to a passage in Luke’s Gospel that recounts the story of Christ coming upon two 
gentlemen who were traveling from Jerusalem to the city of Emmaus. In the story that Luke is 
telling, they are telling Jesus the story of what happened in Jerusalem.  They don’t recognize 
him, but they are relaying a story about what they know.   
Now, what we have happening in the painting is Jesus breaking the bread.  Luke’s Gospel 
recounts how he was known to them in the breaking of the bread.  We have Jesus’ gesture of 
breaking the bread, and it’s interesting the way the painting captures that in motion, the sense 
that the hand is actually lifting the bread and the way that hand is lit.  It actually brings our 
attention to this act or kind of gesture that’s caught in mid-motion.  What we also see is the 
reaction to that gesture, so the sort of instigator gesture of all the energy in the painting actually 
is the hand breaking the bread.   
If we know the story, and were to look at this as the movie that would continue, Christ actually 
disappears in the next instant and he’s gone.  So this is the moment before he disappears.  So in a 
sense he is going to be pulled out of the painting to the left as he looks up to heaven.  At the 
same moment, the gentleman to the right is pulling back in the other direction, and his hand 
clearly has this kind of in-motion trajectory out to the other edge of the painting.  So the painting 
is in the process of being voided, if we were able to see it in the next couple instances. 
The other gesture that’s actually very clear, and probably one of the most elemental gestures is 
the pointing. That’s one of the most basic gestures of identification of acknowledgement.  So 
here we have that gentleman sort of acknowledging not in the kind of pulling away, but of 
actually just identifying.  
Now, I think what's very important is the woman in the background – the servant – is often not 
mentioned, but I think what's important is that she actually is not reacting through her body or 
her hands, but if we move then from the hands to the eyes, I think what's amazing is to realize 
that she actually is looking straight at Christ.  She actually recognizes him and she’s not startled.  
I read that as the travelers are completely startled because they spent the time on the roads 
recounting the stories to Christ whom they did not recognize.  They had dinner with him and did 
not recognize him.  Here they’re startled and they do recognize in the breaking of the bread, but 
she seems to be already there.  Her body is not actually in any kind of dynamic alteration of her 
posture, but she is looking straight at Christ and she seems to be aware. 
 Hi, my name is Horace Ballard.  I'm a grad student at Brown and I'm also one of the museum 
educators here at the RISD Museum.  The painting I'm going to be talking about is Cossiers’s 
The Supper at Emmaus.   
One thing that’s striking is that the depiction of Jesus in this work is very stylized.  Jesus is not 
depicted like everyone else.  Some might say that this depiction of Jesus is not necessarily a very 
strong one.  He is not in the center.  His arms are not up in a look of authority.  One could say 
that he’s not even necessarily of the world.  He looks very ethereal with his very pale skin, 
almost the color of the older gentleman’s beard.  His right hand looks in the moment of kind of 
holding the bread.  It looks very chubby, for lack of a better word, and full of meat.  His pinky 
finger does not necessarily mirror kind of the musculature or skeletal frame of the pinky finger in 
the left hand beneath.  His flowing long hair is a different color brown than everyone else’s hair.  
His cheeks are almost feverish with the red of the lips, the cheeks, and the red of the ears.  It’s as 
if he is in another world.  It is as if he is almost already ascended into heaven, which is quite 
beautiful. 
The naturalness makes him the most stylized or idealized person at the table, even though he is 
meant to arrest our view, and not necessarily hold our view. 
 
